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How do we teach and learn the human experience of war? How far removed is this 
experience from a classroom? This article uses these questions as the starting point for 
an investigation into the presence/absence of war experience, the effects of narratives 
distancing war, and the consequences of challenging these narratives. It draws on the 
experience of an undergraduate module at the University of Kent that investigates the 
human experience of war in which students were asked to reflect on the question of 
distance EHWZHHQWKRVHOLYLQJ³ZDUH[SHULHQFHV´DQGWKHLUOLYHVLQa small British city. 
Unexpectedly in 2015, several students argued that this distance was WKH OHFWXUHU¶V 
construction. By making war personal ± without any of them having experienced a 
³ZDU]RQH´ ± the students chose to argue that war was also their experience. This 
response directly challenges an established narrative in International Relations that 
the West has been essentially at peace since World War II, a narrative that obscures 
the fundamental role of war experience in the lives of ordinary citizens. It leads to a 
broadened understanding of war experience that has important conceptual, political, 
and normative implications in the study of war and on our political responsibility in 
the everyday.   
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International Relations (IR) and war studies, particularly in their critical forms, have 
shown an increasing interest in the role of experiential knowledge of war and 
violence. With the work of authors such as Christine Sylvester (2011, 2012) from an 
IR perspective, Carolyn Nordstrom (1997) from anthropology, and Megan Mackenzie 
(2012) and Swati Parashar (2014) in feminist approaches to security, there is a 
growing and vibrant literature on how ZDU FDQ DQG VKRXOG EH VWXGLHG ³XS IURP
people´6\OYHVWHU 2012, 484). Attention to the lived experience of war allows for the 
complexity of this experience to disrupt orderly narratives and theories that have 
largely dominated IR. This is a complexity that needs to be cherished rather than 
shunned, this approach argues, as it is essential not only to improve our understanding 
of the social reality that is war but also of the potential paths to conflict resolution and 
transformation (see Lederach 2003).   
 
Little however has been published on how experiential knowledge can be brought into 
the classroom. How do we teach war experience in a cold but safe seminar room of a 
UK (or other Western) university to a class of students who usually have no direct 
experience of war? The first aim of this article is to address this question by 
examining whether there is indeed a distance between classroom and warzone, how it 
is constituted, and whether and how it may be bridged. These questions are central to 
the third-year undergraduate module ³+XPDQV DW :DU´ taught at the School of 
Politics and International Relations of the University of Kent (UK) since 2013. Its aim 
is to introduce students to the key ontological, epistemological and methodological 
challenges of experiential knowledge in general, and of war in particular, and help 
students critically engage with testimonies of war. Students are asked to analyze a 
testimony of their choice (in any format from written to video, passing through body 
art) for their final assignment.  Each year, a theme has emerged organically during the 
three-hour weekly seminar sessions and in the testimonies chosen by the students: one 
year the discussions tended to revolve around the ethical problems of speaking for the 
³subaltern´ (Spivak 1988); another on the testimonies of war through and in bodies 
(Scarry 1985).  
 
In 2015, several students challenged the notion of distance between themselves and 
³those experiencing war,´ choosing to analyze their own person as locus of war 
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experience. Although none of the studHQWVKDGDFWXDOO\H[SHULHQFHG³WDU´LQWHUPVRI
combat or presence in a warzone, they argued that they had nevertheless experienced 
war (no capitalization, no quotation marks) and should be understood as having 
experiential knowledge of war. In a powerful example of what bell hooks (1989) calls 
³WDONLQJEDFN´they took up a position that shifted the learner/teacher roles between 
students and lecturer. Particularly interesting for this article, hooks (1989, 2) states 
WKDWWDONLQJEDFNLVQRW³WDONLQJDERXWLGHDVEXWDERXWWKDWVHOI± that me ± which we 
DUH WROG LV SULYDWH QRW SXEOLF´ 7KH VWXGHQW-authors of this article talked back by 
revealing something about themselves in a move so powerful that they had to be 
heard and engaged with.  
 
This article is thus the result of an ongoing dialogue between the lecturer (Harmonie 
Toros) and the students (Yasmeen Omran, Lucie Merian, Alex Guirakhoo, Joe 
Gazeley, and Daniel Dunleavy) on whether there is a distance between war and us, 
how to understand it, and what are the consequences of challenging the narrative 
establishing this distance. It began in the seminar room, was developed in the 
students¶ essays, and later through 1000-word contributions that the lecturer invited 
students to write for the purpose of this article. The (now former) students further 
wrote responses to very constructive reviewer comments that have been integrated in 
the article. The article is thus fully co-authored with the students. 
 
This paper is divided in four parts. The first section will examine how the module 
constructed this distance between zones of war and zones of peace based on a position 
adopted widely in both the traditional and critical IR literature. The second section 
exposes how students challenged this geographic and temporal distance through their 
embodied narratives ± narratives of their individual bodies, virtual bodies, and 
collective bodies. These five individual narratives are presented as vignettes without 
analysis in this section. The third section will examine KRZ WKLV ³WDONLQJ EDFN´
challenges the dominant narrative of the field of IR that creates a clear distinction 
between wartime and peacetime, between those who have experienced war and those 
(like us) who live in peace. Specifically, we argue that war experience has to be 
understood as going beyond the exceptional and needs to be recognized in the 
everyday and, more controversially, beyond trauma and pain. The final section 
examines the implications of eliminating the distance between classroom and warzone 
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and its implications for what counts as war experience. It will engage with whether it 
is important to maintain a hierarchy of war experience and on what criteria it should 
be based, on the dangers of normalizing and even romanticizing war, and on the 
implications in terms of the responsibility that comes with enlarging our 
understanding of war experience.  
 
2WKHU3HRSOH¶V:DUV 
Distance can be measured in terms of place and time, as well as in terms of class, 
wealth, community and other physical, socio-economic, and discursive divides. Here 
we focus on two forms of distance which students appeared particularly determined to 
challenge: geographic and temporal distance. What they were pushing against was the 
widespread assumption in IR that they could not be bearers of war experience as 
contemporary citizens and residents of the West who had never traveled to 
³ZDU]RQHV.´ Indeed, the ³:HVW´ has long been presented as a peaceful place: war 
happens elsewhere or a long time ago. One of the clearest examples of this discourse 
can be found when open warfare broke out in former Yugoslavia. In the words of then 
86 3UHVLGHQW %LOO &OLQWRQ WKH ZDU EURXJKW EDFN ³KRUURUV ZH SUD\HG KDG EHHQ
banished from Europe foUHYHU´ TXRWHG LQ &DPpbell 1998, 52). Indeed, the central 
TXHVWLRQDVNHGLQ:HVWHUQFDSLWDOVZDV³KRZFDQWKLVKDSSHQLQ(XURSH"´7KHwidely 
chosen response was that Serbs, Croats and Muslims were animated by ancient 
hatreds they had yet to overcome, unlike Western Europeans who had succeeded in 
doing so post-1945. %\ UHGUDZLQJ WKH ERUGHUV RI WKH ³SHDFHIXO :HVW´ DQG OHDYLQJ
former Yugoslavia on the other side of this new border, the answer was thus to re-
establish a safe distance between ³WKHP´ DQGFRQVHTXHQWO\ war experience) and us 
(Campbell 1998). Europe and the Global North remained war-free.  
 
In IR literature, this position can be found across the field. In one of the most 
important articles putting forward the Democratic Peace Theory, Michael Doyle 
(1983, 323) stresses lLEHUDOLVP¶V ³VWULNLQJ VXFFHVV LQ FUHDWLQJ D ]RQH RI SHDFH DQG
with leadership, a zone of cooperation among states similarly liberal in character.´
Realism strongly rejects the Democratic Peace argument, but acknowledges, as John 
Mearsheimer (2010, 387) did just a few years ago, WKDW³(XURSHUHPDLQVDWSHDFH´2Q
this point, much critical IR is on the same page. For example, in his Theory of World 
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Security, Ken Booth (2007, 145) points at Europe as transforming after World War II 
IURPWKH³cockpit of war into a zone of peace and integration.´ 
 
This postulate of a war-free zone has translated in the recent war experience literature 
into an assumption that war experience was to be sought elsewhere or from people ± 
combatants, refugees, humanitarians, journalists - ZKR ³EULQJ WKH ZDU EDFN KRPH´
Indeed, the literature on war experience calls on researchers and academics to find 
ways to bridge the gap between war theorizing, occurring in universities mostly in the 
West, and war experience, mostly occurring elsewhere. Nordstrom and Antonius 
5REEHQIRUH[DPSOHDUJXHWKDW³DWVRPHOHYHO«WREHDEOHWRGLVFXVVYLROHQFHRQH
must go where violence occurs, research it as it takHVSODFH´5REEHQDQG1RUGVWURP
1995, 4). This assumes a distance between the researcher and the violence ± a 
distance the researcher has to bridge, a place elsewhere one has to travel to.1 Sylvester 
(2012,  ODPHQWV WKDW ,5 LV ³a field that has historically eschewed fieldwork for 
philosophical, historical and statistical analyses that place the researcher at some 
physical and psychic distance´ IURP LWV VXEMHFW RI HQTXLU\ such as war, and urges 
researchers to overcome this distance including through interviews, ³D 
methodological and epistemological move of reaching towards other bodies and 
thereby moving« the space±time±knowledge relation between researcher and 
UHVHDUFKHG´6\OYHVWHU 492). 6KHWKHQHFKRHV*D\DWUL6SLYDN¶VZDUQLQJ
that LQWHUYLHZLQJ³GLVDGYDQWDJHG SRSXODWLRQV´FDQPDNHWKHUHVHDUFKHU¶VYRLFHGURZn 
out that of the research subjects. Again, this assumes that war experience is held by 
others ± disadvantaged populations living elsewhere or from elsewhere.  
  
Guided by this dominant narrative, when GHVLJQLQJ DQG UXQQLQJ D PRGXOH RQ ³ZDU
experience,´ Harmonie believed that some of the central questions to be addressed 
were: Do we, (mostly) Western students and lecturers, QHHG WR JR ³elsewhere´ WR
access war experience? How do we bridge this distance and what are the ethics of 
seeking to access the war experience of others? Is this necessary? Is this possible? Is 
this not the worst kind of voyeurism? Or, on the contrary, is failing to at least attempt 
to empathize with those living through war not a shameful apathy? In lectures and 
seminars, we debated WKH GLIILFXOW\ LI QRW LPSRVVLELOLW\ RI HYHU ³ZHDULQJ DQRWKHU





SHUVRQ¶V VKRHV´ as well as racial and gender prejudices that continue to mar the 
DFDGHP\¶V DV ZHOO DV MRXUQDOLVP¶V DQG SRSXODU FXOWXUH¶V HQJDJHPHQW ZLWK ZDU DQG
war experience. We also met with journalists and academics ZKRKDG LQGHHG³JRQH
WKHUH´asking questions about security, interview techniques, and power differentials.  
 
Unexpectedly, the five students co-authoring this paper challenged the very 
foundation of these questions by arguing ± not necessarily explicitly at first ± that this 
geographical and temporal distance with war was a construction that Harmonie was 
knowingly or unknowingly imposing on lectures and seminars. While not contesting 
that the West has witnessed a dramatic reduction of inter- and intra-state wars within 
its territory, they rejected the claim that they had to look elsewhere or amongst others 
to find war experience and posited themselves as detainers of war experience worthy 
of testimony. This challenge emerged from very different narratives, but they all 
focused on bringing war experience to the here and now, focusing in particular on 
bridging or indeed cancelling temporal and geographic distance between them as 
researchers and research subjects. These experiences are presented in the next section 
as raw vignettes written in the first person by each student-author. The analysis of 
how these testimonies challenge the current literature on war experience is offered in 






On January 2015, just after the Charlie Hebdo attacks I flew home after holidaying for 
a week in Amsterdam with my partner. I vividly recall how he suggested we use the 
biometric passport scanners to get through immigration and how I insisted on staying 
in the queue and going up to the counter to have the officer stamp our passports 
together. When we were both called up, I did not expect that my simple decision to 
have a person check me through rather than a machine would have led to my profiling 
as a terrorist, to us being separated from each other within a minute of crossing 
immigration, to being interrogated for two hours without the right to remain silent 
under the Terrorist Act 2000. After the officers handed me a brochure explaining 
what was expected from me now that I had been taken under this law, I was not 
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informed of what I had done wrong just that my compliance was necessary for them 
to keep the country safe. 
 
In those two hours my nationality was doubted, my ethnic and religious heritage 
deconstructed, my bags and possessions searched, my loyalties questioned and my 
relationship with a white English man scrutinized. What I was experiencing was so 
surreal after years of television and online newspapers fooling me to believe that it 
could never happen to someone like me. For me, this experience and these procedures 
have always been mediated by those in power; I had never actually encountered 
accounts of those who had fallen victim to these measures through profiling. For the 
first time in my life I felt unwelcomed in my home and hyperconscious of my identity 
in a Western state at war with terrorism. I found as a Muslim and Arab, I no longer 
needed to inhabit or have roots in states of war or dress in my religious garments to be 
placed in the box of potential terrorist. My identity and my appearance had 
condemned me to fight for my right to simply exist within this state without some sort 
of ulterior motive. Although I may not be living in a state of military war, I realised I 
was living in an ideological one and I carry this fear and the memory of those few 




Revolutions are powerful, organic social phenomena that carry the potential to drive 
change and transformation in communities. The Iranian Revolution of 1979 is no 
different, and grew from the deeply rooted grievances of a portion of the population 
that strived for change to the status quo. Due to the political instability in Iran with the 
rise of Islamic theocracy, my father and his family willingly left Tehran in order to 
pursue life in Vienna, Austria. I, along with many others around the world, am a 
direct descendant of this wave of mass emigration from Iran. Our bodies persist as a 
retainer of not only our proud Persian culture and heritage, but also of the impact that 
this sudden revolution had on the international system and perhaps more importantly: 
the individuals within it. Though I have been physically removed from Iran, its rich 
history, culture, and people have been central in shaping my understandings of both 
self-identity and worldview. I feel a sense of pride in retaining and developing my 
cultural connections through various means such as language, traditional holidays, 
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and media. While, to a certain extent, identities may be forged by history and 
background, self-awareness and self-determination simultaneously play a large role in 
shaping our everyday being. This has fuelled my interest in understanding and 
learning not only the experiences of my father and his family, but also the stories of 
those that remained. Being Iranian, to me, is more than just a nationality. Rather, it is 
an embodiment, a demonstration, one example of the sheer power and ability of war 





³'HLFKVFKLOOLQJ´ WHQVKLOOLQJ LQ ,ULVK*DHOLF is a 1966 coin produced by the Irish 
state to commemorate the 1916 Easter Rising. The coin was a gift from my mother for 
my 21st birthday, who had previously received it from my grandmother to remember 
the year of her birth. The coin features on one side Cú Chulainn, a mythical Irish hero, 
and on the reverse Pádraig Pearse, a revolutionary member of the Irish Republican 
Brotherhood. Both of them died for Ireland ± Pearse executed for his role in the rising 
and Chulainn by tying himself to a pillar of stone as his enemies advanced. Such 
sacrifices transcend time for me as they are congruent with the sacrifice of Christ. As 
a Catholic I empathize with the sacrifice of Cú Chulainn and Pearse, that their deaths 
can be viewed in the same light as that of Christ, and that they were righteous dying 
for the greater good. On a more spiritual level, I embody and experience their 
sacrifice through faith. In experiencing their sacrifice, I fully embody their righteous 
motivations for war; namely, self-determination and the freedom to express Irish 
culture and language. I find comfort and a sense of belonging in membership of a 
wider Irish community that share these motivations, and that later found expression in 
an independent Republic of Ireland. I think this was the very purpose of the rising, to 
bring Ireland together in a truly Gaelic culture to form a national independent family. 
For me, this transcends the borders of the Irish state. I live in Britain, but belong to 
Ireland. I do not experience war in terms of the gun, but nevertheless reduce the 
chasm between me as a student of conflict and those directly experiencing war, by 





My great-grandfather was a prisoner of war (POW) during WWII. My family has kept 
all the letters he sent home. He was Staff Sergeant (Maréchal des Logis-chef) and was 
arrested before being sent to a Stammlager (prison camp). There, he worked for 
German families in two different farms until his liberation in April 1945. Prison 
camps are rarely spoken of in WWII accounts, as concentration camps and resistance 
movements overshadow them. Thus, my great-grandfather's letters gave me a new 
and interesting insight into another aspect of WWII. Moreover, this testimony has 
enabled me to understand the impact of WWII on civilians in the ³France Libre´ 
zone, and how much they tried to keep a normal life. 
 
I never really imagined the impacts of WWII on the places I know. Some of the letters 
give such a precise account of the life in Pauillac during WWII that I could actually 
visualize war there. Somehow, I always thought WWII happened in France but 
always ³everywhere else.´ The letters as a personal testimony of WWII had a greater 
influence on my vision of the distance between the war and I because it was from a 
relative. I never met my great-grandfather, but seeing a picture of him for the first 
time in my life gave me an insight into how history and my own family were linked. 
As only two generations separate us, his letters were a very powerful emotional 
trigger for me to imagine what his life was. Moreover, in many letters he talks about 
my grandmother, which enabled me to discover more about her childhood. It also 
PDGHPHXQGHUVWDQGEHWWHUKRZPXFKKHUIDWKHU¶VLQFDUFHUDWLRQLPSDFWHGRQKHUOLIH
)RUH[DPSOHZKHQVKHJRWROGDQGVKHKDG$O]KHLPHU¶VGLVHDVHPDQ\ WLPHVZKHQ
she was confused about reality, she thought she was actually in a train taking her to a 
camp in Germany. In spite of these letters, I still cannot say that I have experienced 
WWII in the conditions of a POW, but I feel closer to it than with just a ³classroom 




&DOO RI 'XW\ &2' SURPRWHV WKH LGHD WKDW D VROGLHU¶V MRE LV WR DUULYH LQ D
geographical space, murder everyone and move on. This is a macabre form of wish 
fulfilment rooted in American frustration with failures in Iraq and Afghanistan despite 
their overwhelming military strength. Although brute force has failed to achieve 
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objectives in the real world, COD creates a virtual space in which extreme violence 
UHDOO\ LV WKH DQVZHU ,Q WKHJDPH WKHUH DUHQRFRPSOLFDWHGDQGGLIILFXOW µKHDUWV DQG
PLQGV¶ FDmpaigns, and the US can make full use of its overwhelming strength to 
destroy its enemies without any moral recrimination. This brought me to reflect on the 
problems with presenting a hyper realistic but flawed representation of war. This 
flawed realism could potentially lead to and/or exacerbate flawed public perceptions 
of conflict. The accuracy and attention to detail of the game clouds its flawed 
assumptions and missing elements, and gives the whole package an undeserved aura 
of authenticity. The game also paints a very simplistic moral picture and does not 
recognize, let alone engage critically with, the moral issues of killing and maiming. 
Enemies are always clearly identified, armed and hostile with their faces covered. 
They are never wounded and never suffer anything but a clean death. This is part of a 
deliberate choice to remove the consequences of war and violence from the game, 
which is premised on an enjoyment of the act of killing, which would be impossible if 
any consequences were ascribed to the act itself. This shying away from 
consequences coupled with an overemphasis on the military in war mean that whilst 
COD may have achieved impressive immersion and surface level realism, its deeper 
narrative about the nature of war is highly inaccurate. COD is a simple 
goodies/baddies story of the war on terror but it is very interesting as an example of 
the stories that we tell ourselves about ourselves. COD is not what war is like, but it 
perhaps shows how we are comfortable thinking about it. 
 
War is here; War is now 
 
These are very different experiences. However, they all call into question the 
construction of war as ³RYHU WKHUH´ RU ³D ORQJ WLPH DJR,´ DQG reveal an intimate 
connection to war. In this section, we shall analyze how these testimonies engage with 
war, how they make claims to qualify as war experience, and how the current 
literature fails to allow space for such experiences to be understood as war 
experience. Drawing on the work of Tarak Barkawi and Shane Brighton (2011), we 
then argue in favor of a broadened understanding of war experience to include those 
that can HPHUJHIURP³WKHHYHU\GD\´HYHQLQWKH:HVW as well as experiences that are 
generative not only of pain and suffering. To begin with, it is important to analyze the 




while Daniel, Lucie, and Joe challenge the notion that they cannot experience 
something thaW ³KDSSHQHG´ LQ DQRWKHU WLPHIUDPH ± either in a distant past or in a 
virtual reality. For Yasmeen, war travels with her wherever she goes, as she has 
become war. Alex lives war experience because of the geographical distance from his 
IDWKHU¶VFRXQWU\,UDQ. It is his birth in exile ± his physical birth but also his birth as a 
member of the Iranian exile community ± that creates this link he feels to war. In 
'DQLHO¶V FDVH JUHDW WHPSRUDOGLVWDQFHVDUHEULGJHG WKURXJK WKH ³Deich Schilling´ ± 
from the 500 BCE death of Cú Chulainn WR 3HDUVH¶V VDFULILFH in 1916 to today2. 
Similarly for Lucie, by reading the account of daily life in her family village she is 
DEOHWRFRQQHFWZLWKKHUIDPLO\¶VZDUH[SHULHQFHDQG³VHH´ZDUKDSSHQLQ3DXLOODFDV
she never did before. Finally, for Joe war is fixed in a continuous present through his 
SOD\LQJ RI &DOO RI 'XW\ D ³QRZ WLPH´ (GNLQV  ZKLFK LV VL[ KRXUV ORQJ
allowing for a deep, immersive experience of war. 
 
These experiences are also largely embodied or mediated via bodies. $OH[¶VH[LVWHQFH
as a human body is what links him to war, DQGLWLVKLVERG\WKDW³SHUVLVWVDVDUHWDLQHU
of not only my proud Persian culture and heritage, but also of the impact that this 
sudden revolution had on the international system and perhaps more importantly, the 
LQGLYLGXDOV ZLWKLQ LW´ )RU 'DQLHO LW LV WKH SK\VLFDO JHVWXUH RI ³WXUQLQJ WKH FRLQ´
between the engraved images of Pearse and Cú Chulainn that brings him to feel the 
sacrifice of these two men for IrelanG ³, GLUHFWO\ H[SHULHQFH WKHLU VDFULILFH IXOO\
HPERG\LQJ WKHLU ULJKWHRXV PRWLYDWLRQV IRU ZDU´ KH VD\V 7KLV LV QRW RQO\ DQ
individual bodily experience but also one that makes him feel part of a collective 
body of Catholics. Indeed, he experiences Cú Chulainn¶VDQG3HDUVH¶VVDFULILFHalso 
³GXULQJ 0DVV ZKHQ &DWKROLFV UHOLYH DQG H[SHULHQFH WKH VDFULILFH RI &KULVW WKURXJK
WKH(XFKDULVW´7KXV it is as part of this broader collective body as well that Daniel 
experiences the Irish war. Similarly, Lucie feels war through the collective body of 
her family ± her great-grandfather, her grandmother ± and through the knowledge of 
their experiences. She describes the letter as a very ³powerful emotional trigger´ 
                                                        
2 The actions of Cú Chulainn and Pearse and their connection to the sacrifice of Christ are discussed at 
length elsewhere (see for example Moran 1997, 194).  
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brought about by an intergenerational connection strengthening her understanding of 
the collective body of her family.  
 
Joe lives his war experience in COD not through a collective body but through the 
virtual body of an avatar ± an avatar that LVPLFURPDQDJHGLQWRD³PDFDEUHIRUPRI
ZLVKIXOILOOPHQW«LQDYLUWXDOZRUOGLQZKLFKH[WUHPHYLROHQFHUHDOO\LVWKHDQVZHU´
He is uncomfortable with this virtual body and questions its assumptions and 
practices, but while living in the continuous present of the game is nonetheless drawn 
into the experience of virtual fighting. Finally, Yasmeen¶V war experience is violently 
rooted in her body as it is her body that has become the locus of ZDU,WLVKHUERG\¶V
Middle Eastern DSSHDUDQFH KHU ERG\¶V VXVSLFLRus proximity WR WKDW RI D ³ZKLWH
(QJOLVKPDQ´ that place her in war. No matter where she is, what she does or wears, 
her body is perceived as a potential threat and thus subjected to the war experience of 
search and interrogation, all with the threat of physical detention or exclusion 
constantly in the balance.   
 
This connection between war and the body is important and is at the heart of much of 
WKHOLWHUDWXUHRQWKHKXPDQH[SHULHQFHLQZDU6\OYHVWHUDUJXHVWKDW³WR
study war as experience requires that the body come into focus as a unit that has war 
DJHQF\´,QGHHGIRU6\OYHVWHUZDU¶V³DFWXDOPLVVLRQ¶LV³LQMXULQJKXPDQ
ERGLHV DQG GHVWUR\LQJ QRUPDO SDWWHUQV RI VRFLDO UHODWLRQV´ and for Elaine Scarry 
(1985, 67) ³UHFLSURFDO LQMXULng is the obVHVVLYH FRQWHQW RI ZDU´ Here, however, is 
where the narratives above largely differ from the reflections that have so far 
dominated discussions on war experience. Although the students experienced war 
WKURXJK WKHLU ERGLHV XQGHUVWRRG DV ³LQGLYLGXDO RU DJJUHJDWLRQV ZLWK GLIIHUHQWLDO
VSDWLDO DQG NQRZOHGJH UHODWLRQVKLSV WR WKH SUDFWLFHV RI JLYHQ ZDU´ 6\OYHVWHU 
RQO\<DVPHHQ¶VZDUH[SHULHQFHFDQEe associated with violence and trauma. 
 
<DVPHHQ¶V H[SHULHQFH indeed fits well within a growing strand of literature that 
H[DPLQHV ZKDW /RXLVH $PRRUH FDOOV WKH ³$OJRULWKPLF :DU´ ZDJHG E\ VWDWH
institutions and private industries through the ³algorithmic computing applications, 
ELRPHWULFVULVNPDQDJHPHQWV\VWHPVDQGVXUYHLOODQFHWHFKQRORJLHV´ that in the War 
on Terror, ³WDUJHW LQGLYLGXDO ERGLHV GHVLJQDWH FRPPXQLWLHV DV GDQJHURXV RU ULVN\
delineate safe zones from targeted locations, invoke the pre-emptive strike on the city 
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VWUHHWV´$PRRUH 50). Her war experience has thus been already recognized as 
such in scholarship that examines how the post-Cold War period is characterized by 
an overlapping of geographies of war with, on the one side, the increased role of non-
VWDWH DUPHG DFWRUV ZLWK WUDQVQDWLRQDO DJHQGDV DQG RQ WKH RWKHU ³ZDU-like 
DUFKLWHFWXUHVRIVHOIRWKHUKHUHWKHUHVDIHULVN\QRUPDOVXVSLFLRXV´WKDW through the 
War on Terror are ³SOD\HGRXWLQWKHSROLWLFVRIGDLO\OLIH´ (Amoore 2009, 49; see also 
Heath-Kelly, Jarvis, Baker-Beall 2014). <DVPHHQ¶V H[SHULHQFH FDQ WKXV ILW DV ³ZDU
H[SHULHQFH´EDVHGRQ WKHFXUUHQW OLWHUDWXUHDV, DOWKRXJKZDU LV ODUJHO\VHHQDV³RYHU
WKHUH´WKHUHLVDJURZLQJUHDOL]DWLRQWKDWVRPHRIXVOLYHZDUEHFDXVHRIwho we are 
and not where we are.  
 
What does this make of the other four experiences? Can they also be understood as 
war experience? According to Swati Parashar (2013, 625), ³Zar questions ought to 
include: who is inside the war and who is outside´,I<DVPHHQLVLQVide war because 
of the overlapping geographies of the War on Terror, are Daniel, Lucie, Alex, and Joe 
also inside war? The remainder of this section will examine how, although some 
literature has examined the intrusion of war beyond war zones, the experiences of our 
student-authors are largely not reflected in this literature. Research and reflections on 
war experience have investigated war beyond the battlefield in two ways, both of 
WKHPH[DPLQLQJWKHFRQQHFWLRQEHWZHHQZDUDQGWKH³HYHU\GD\.´3 The first examines 
how the pain, suffering and trauma of war permeate beyond the battlefield and find 
their way in the everyday of those who have lived in warzones or have left war zones. 
The second examines how the everyday is a reflection of war and its violent order. 
We shall examine each in turn and show how, although these literatures have made 
important headway in broadening ,5¶V understanding of war experience, they still fail 
to grasp the experiences examined in this article. We shall then use Barkawi and 
Brighton¶V notion of war as generative to argue that the borders of war experience 
                                                        
3
 ,WLVYHU\GLIILFXOWDQGVRPHZRXOGDUJXHLQDGYLVDEOHWRGHILQH³WKHHYHU\GD\´$V/HZLV+ROORZD\
and Phil Hubbard (2001, 33) point out, one should likely deliberately leave the term undefined because 
³WKHHYHU\GD\LVVRPHWKLQJWKDWLVFORVHDQGIDPLOLDr to us, something that is invisible but ever-present. 
In this sense, it is almost undefinable, being that realm of the routine and humdrum which we take for 
JUDQWHG´ $OWKRXJK WKHUH LV D JURZLQJ and very stimulating literature on the everyday in IR and 
security studies (see for example an International Political Sociology forum edited by Xavier 
Guillaume 2011 or the work of the late Lisa Smirl, 2011), this section will examine how it has failed to 
take into account experiences such as those presented in this article.  
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need to be expanded even further. The final section of this article will then examine 
the unsettling but potentially important implications of this broadening move. 
 
Thus, war experience literature has examined the relationship between war and the 
everyday through an investigation of what happens to ³RUGLQDU\´ERGLHV± not only to 
those of exceptional heroes, villains, or token civilians. Parashar (2013, 620) points 
out that:  
 
The beginnings of war are in the banal, in the everyday acquisition of tribal 
lands and forests, in daily encroachments on the property of the poor, in the 
brutality of the police and security forces, in a sudden suicide bomb attack that 
YLVLWVSHRSOH¶V lives as they go about their mundane daily chores. War bodies 
have stories that are rooted in the everyday.  
 
These stories of the everyday, however, are almost invariably stories of pain and 
suffering. Indeed, although Parashar, Sylvester, and others UHFRJQL]HWKDW³LQMXU\PD\
QRWEHWKHRQO\ZD\SHRSOHH[SHULHQFHZDU´6\OYHVWHUWKHVWRULHVWKH\WHOO
are almost exclusively those of pain, trauma, torture, or rape (Scarry, 1985; Rejali 
1994; Edkins 2003). So when talking about the need to examine war in the everday, 
Parashar (2013, 618) IRU H[DPSOH VD\V ³War does not appear extraordinary for the 
thousands of people who live inside wars and confront the gory images and the sight 
of blood and bodies on a daily EDVLV´ 
 
This focus is certainly warranted considering that, as Barkawi and Brighton  (2011, 
135) convincingly DUJXH³fighting is that which thematically unifies war in general 
and in particular²µµZDU¶¶ ZLWK µµZDUV¶¶² and no ontology of war can exclude it´
Fighting and its repercussions onto individual and collective bodies is what make war, 
no doubt. But the question being asked here is whether war makes things other than 
pain, suffering, and violence. Some mention of experiences other than pain and 
suffering is made in the literature. However, when joy and pleasure are alluded to, 
they are investigated as the remarkable response ordinary individuals can have to 
YLROHQFHDQGVXIIHULQJE\HQJDJLQJLQ³OLIHDPLGVWGHDWKVXUYLYDODPLGVWGHVWUXFWLRQ
music, drums and celebration amidst VRXQGV RI H[SORVLRQV´ 3DUDVKDU  
Thus, life, survival, and celebration are not generated by war here, but rather by 
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humans responding to the pain and trauma of war. It is not war that generates these as 
war is seen as only capable of generating injury, pain and suffering. This would 
exclude the experiences recounted in this article DV³ZDUH[SHULHQFHV´Furthermore, 
these responses are limited to human responses in warzones. The generation of love 
and communion beyond warzones is not taken into account.  
 
The second strand of literature looks beyond trauma and direct violence by examining 
how the everyday can be understood as a reflection of war and its logics. Indeed, 
0LFKHO)RXFDXOW¶V (2003, 15) famous LQYHUVLRQRI&ODXVHZLW]¶VDSKRULVP argues that 
³SRZHU LV ZDU WKH FRQWLQXDWLRQRIZDUE\RWKHUPHDQV´ DV LW ³SHUSHWXDOO\ >XVHV@ D
sort of silent war to reinscribe that relationship of force, and to reinscribe it in 
institutions, economic inequalities, language, and even the bodies of individuals´ 
(Foucault 2003, 16). It is politics that inscribes our everyday with war. Thus, for 
)RXFDXOWDQGRWKHUVVXFKDV+HQUL/HIHEYUH³WKHHYHU\GD\VXVWDLQVXQGHUWKHYHQHHU
of peace the work of war even after its IRUPDOHQG´)DYUHWVXFKWKDWWKHUe 
LV³QRJURXQGVIRUSHDFH´)DYUHW 
 
Such a position can be found reflected in a variety of critical approaches to IR, from 
historical sociology to feminist critiques to IPE. &KDUOHV7LOO\¶V  
work is central here in FRQQHFWLQJZDUDQGWRGD\¶VVWDWHV\VWHPDQGGHPRQVWUDWLQJLQ
D GHWDLOHG KLVWRULFDO DQDO\VLV KRZ ZDU DQG LQ SDUWLFXODU ³WKH VWDWH¶V H[WUDFWLRQ RI
resources for ZDU´ LV FHQWUDO WR RXU FLWL]HQ-state relations. It is war that has 
³KDPPHUHG RXW >WKHVH@ EDUJDLQV EHWZHHQ VWDWHPDNHUV DQG WKH VXEMHFW SRSXODWLRQ´
(Tilly 1983, 5). On the economic front, authors such as Couze Venn (2009) examine 
KRZ RXU QHROLEHUDO SROLWLFDO HFRQRPLHV DUH EDVHG RQ D ³]HUR-VXP HFRQRPLF JDPH´
that  
 
requires new mechanisms that attempt to ensure relatively docile, if not 
compliant, populations in the form of massively intrusive surveillance, new 
forms of subjugation using new tools for the government of conduct and new 
IRUPVRIµVRYHUHLJQSRZHU¶WKHODWWHURSHUDWLQJLQPDQ\FRXQWULHVLQ the shape 
of state-terrorism-supporting kleptocracies (Venn 2009, 225-226).  
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Such mechanisms and relations can only be based on values that promote a 
³UHLQYHQWHGUDFLVPDQGQDWLRQDOLVPVWLIIHQHGE\PLOLWDULVWLFYDOXHVWKDWLVE\DUHWXUQ
RI WKH µGLVFRXUVH RI UDFH ZDU¶ FRQJUXHQW ZLWK DOO IRUPV RI WKH H[FOXVLRQ DQG
REMHFWLILFDWLRQ RI WKH RWKHU´ 9HQQ   )LQDOO\ IHPLQLVW ,5 DQG VHFXULW\
VWXGLHV KDV H[DPLQHG KRZ ZDU EOHHGV LQWR HYHU\GD\ JHQGHU UHODWLRQV DV ³WKHUH LV D
continuum of violence running from bedroom, to boardroom, factory, stadium, 
FODVVURRP DQG EDWWOHILHOG µWUDYHUVLQJ RXU ERGLHV DQG RXU VHQVH RI VHOI¶´ &RKQ DQG
Ruddick 2003, 7). Hypermilitarized masculinities dominate social relations with men 
FRQVWUXFWHGDV³QDWXUDOO\OLQNHGWRZDUIDUH´± and thus power and decision-making ± 
DQG ZRPHQ DV ³QDWXUDOO\ OLQNHG WR SHDFH´ DQG WKXV H[FOXGHG IURP SRZHU <XYDO-
Davis 1997, 94). 
 
War thus impacts on the everyday beyond the bodily injuries and traumas it leaves 
behind in survivors. Its logics enter our political, economic, social and intimate 
relations in our everyday. However, despite the important contribution made by this 
literature to understanding the permeability of war beyond the battlefield and crucially 
beyond direct violence, we still believe that this does not allow for the testimonies 
analyzed KHUH WR EH XQGHUVWRRG DV ³ZDU H[SHULHQFHV´ Indeed, if the first strand of 
literature investigates the traumas of war in the everyday, the second strand examines 
the domination and the ³UHODWLRQVKLSRI IRUFH´ LQ WKHHYHU\GD\ In both approaches, 
war is seen as generative only of violence ± direct, structural or cultural (Galtung 
1969). But the stories of Daniel, Lucie, and Alex do not appear to be stories of 
violence ± war in their case appears to be generative of (what is at least perceived as) 
a positive sense of self and community, of joy and communion with others. Can war 
generate such experiences?  
 
Here we turn to the work Barkawi and Brighton to investigate more closely what they 
uQGHUVWDQGDVZDU¶VJHQHUDWLYHSRZHU&UXFLDOOy for our purposes, they do not limit 
this to the generation of trauma and violence:  
 
While destructive, war is a generative force like no other. It is of fundamental 
significance for politics, society and culture. War occupies historic junctures 




7KLVLPSOLHVWKDWLQWKH³PDUULDJHRIZDUDQGWKHHYHU\GD\´ (Favret 2005, 606), war 
can also be generative of joy, love (understood in the broader social sense), and of a 
communion of beings. By this, we are not referring to the pleasures highlighted by the 
historical work of Joanna Bourke in An Intimate History of Killing (1999, 2) with her 
³IRFXV RQ WKH MR\RXV DVSHFWV RI VODXJKWHU´ Nor are we talking about the pleasures 
some derive from the aesthetics of ZDUIDUHVXFKDV9LHWQDPZDUYHWHUDQ7LP2¶%ULHQ
ZKHQKH UHPLQLVFHVRI WKH³IOXLG V\PPHWULHVRI WURRSVRQ WKHPRYH WKH
harmonies of sound and shape and proportion, the great sheets of metal-fire streaming 
down from a gunship, the illumination rounds, the white phosphorus, the purply 
RUDQJH JORZ RI QDSDOP WKH URFNHW¶V UHG JODUH´ Finally, we are not examining the 
HYHU\GD\ ³DOPRVW DV D GUHDP RI HQGOHVV DQG UHGHPSWLYH ZDUIDUH Dn attempt to get 
EDFN WRZDU´ )DYUHWDV LWRIIHUV WKHSRVVLELOLW\³RISXWWLQJRQHRYHU WKH
DGYHUVDU\ RQ KLV RZQ WXUI KXQWHU¶V WULFNV PDQHXYHUDEOH SRO\-morph mobilities, 
MXELODQW SRHWLF DQG ZDUOLNH GLVFRYHULHV´ &HUWHDX  . Our testimonies are 
neither a romaniticization of war nor a glorification/eroticization of violence.  
 
Indeed, our argument that these testimonies are testimonies of war is both simpler and 
politically and normatively more difficult. It is simpler because we are arguing that 
³ZDUSXQFWXDWHVGDLO\OLIHEXWZLthout obvious suffering or pain´ (Favret 2005, 614); 
that the everyday must also mean the nonviolent and the non-traumatic. We agree that 
³war is not DGLVUXSWLRQRIWKHµHYHU\GD\¶« Instead, it can be captured in daily and 
mundane lived experiences of people and in SRZHUIXOHPRWLRQVWKDWFRQVWLWXWHµVHOI¶
FRPPXQLW\DQG WKH µRWKHU¶´ 3DUDVKDU, but believe that this goes beyond 
WKH IRFXV RI PRVW UHVHDUFK RQ ZDU H[SHULHQFH WKDW H[DPLQHV KRZ ³ZDU ERGLHV are 
EUXWDOL]HG LQ WKH FRQVWUXFWLRQ RI HQHP\ LGHQWLW\´ (Parashar 2013, 622). The latter 
understanding of war experience is reflected in the case of Yasmeen whose body is 
temporarily excluded from the population as a potential threat, but it excludes the four 
other testimonies.  
 
To include the other testimonies as part of war experience we need to accept that the 
everyday goes beyond everyday violence.  ,W QHHGV WR LQFOXGH ³WKH JDPXW RI VRFLDO
practices, bodies, discourses, and theories ± the good and the bad, the obvious and the 
obscureWKHµFROODWHUDOV¶DQGWKHILJKWHUVDQGWKHVSHFWDWRUV ± that compose the social 
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LQVWLWXWLRQRIZDULQLWVPDQ\PDQLIHVWDWLRQV´6\OYHVWHUHPSKDVLVDGGHG
but go beyond those listed in the italicized clause to include bodies, practices, 
discourses and most importantly social relations of love and communion. It requires 
WKDW ZH XQGHUVWDQG WKH HYHU\GD\ DV EHLQJ PRUH WKDQ ³D WH[W WKDW LOOXPLQDWHV« the 
reproduction of relations of domination ± gendered, economic, social´ *XLOODXPH
2011, 446), to be a text that illuminates all types of social relations in war.  
 
Although this argument may seem rather obvious ± the everyday must include the 
RUGLQDU\³WKHJRRGDQG WKHEDG WKHREYLRXVDQGWKHREVFXUH´± it is politically and 
normatively uncomfortable to argue that war can build relations and identities that are 
neither traumatized nor violent and exclusionary; that war can generate and create 
love, care, and community without these being built against another; that even though 
war was/is fought against another, it can also create ties that build us, that strengthen 
us, that bind us in ways that are not necessarily violent. Daniel feels Irish through the 
sacrifice of Cú Chulainn and Pearse, not through a sense of anti-Englishness. Lucie 
feels greater love toward her family not in anger against German treatment of POWs 
or of occupied France. Alex is proud of his Iranian heritage but also feels in 
communion with those who stayed in Iran after the revolution. Joe on the other hand 
rejects the violent, dehumanizing logics of Call of Duty ± WKH ³SOHDVXUH RI NLOOLQJ´
logics that the gaming industry is selling; he refuses to be bound in exclusionary 
logics.  
 
Thus, by talking back, students pointed to the need to recognize that war is not only 
something that happens over here or a long time ago. Their stories go further and 
claim that war is also something that goes beyond trauma and violence. They 
demanded thaW WKH OHFWXUHU UHFRJQL]H WKDW ZDU QRW RQO\ LQWHUUXSWV LQGLYLGXDO¶V
FRQWLQXLW\ WKURXJK WUDXPD ³PDNLQJ WKHP SOD\ UROHV LQ ZKLFK WKH\ QR ORQJHU
recognize themselves (Barkawi and Brighton 2011, 136) as in the case of Yasmeen 
and to a certain degree Joe, but that it can also reveal continuity and make them play 
roles in which they do recognize themselves. Their investigation of war in their lives 
led to discoveries that were not only non-WUDXPDWLFZLWK WUDXPDXQGHUVWRRGDV³WKH
unassimilable and unnarrateable trace of history destined to self-UHSHWLWLRQ´ )DYUHW
2005, 618)) but to a certain degree brought with it a sense of relief of self-discovery 
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and of communion with others. It is a simple, yet powerful and uncomfortable 
argument that has important implications. It is to these implications that we now turn.  
 
Hierarchy, Experience and Political Space 
 
The argument that war experience is not only something that happens over there or to 
others but something that happens to us and furthermore that it is not only to be 
sought in pain and trauma but also in love and communion is problematic 
conceptually, politically, and normatively. Conceptually, it may dilute war to such an 
extent that anything can become war experience emptying it out of any meaning and 
value. Politically, it risks supporting the romanticized version of war that already has 
more supporters than it needs in dominant political and cultural discourses. 
Normatively, it could lead to a dangerous ± even offensive ± equivalence between the 
experience of those who suffer unimaginable pain in war and those who simply find 
something of themselves in their link to war, as is the case of several of our 
testimonies. It may take up their space and drown out their voices. We will examine 
each of these in turn before we question whether it is necessary to re-establish some 
hierarchy between war experiences, between those who suffer in war and those who 
experience war without pain, and the implications of broadening war experience in 
terms of political responsibility.  
 
As Barkawi and Brighton (2011, 130) note, LIZDULVFRQQHFWHGWR³µHYHU\WKLQJHOVH¶
« D WKHRU\ RI ZDU ZRXOG µDPRXQW WR D WKHRU\ DQG KLVWRU\ RI HYHU\WKLQJ¶´ If 
everything can become war experience how can one distinguish between war 
experience and simply experience, war history and history? Conceptually, war would 
thus be emptied out of any meaning, which is why Barkawi and Brighton insist on the 
need to have fighting as the core of any ontology of war. %XWMXVWEHFDXVH³ILJKWLQJLV
DV GHILQLWLYH WR ZDU DV FDVK H[FKDQJH IRU HFRQRP\´ Barkawi and Brighton 2011, 
135), does not mean that war experience LWLVOLPLWHGWRILJKWLQJ,QGHHG³>H@FRQRPLFV
as a discipline after all has not been limited to or necessarily centered upon the study 
RIFDVKH[FKDQJH´Barkawi and Brighton 2011, 135). This leaves open the possibility 
of different experiences ± experiences that are connected to fighting but do not have 
to be about fighting itself. We argue that these experiences do not necessarily have to 
be about pain and suffering either. To be sure, finding the borders of what counts as 
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war experience and what does not is not a simple matter. These are permeable, blurry 
categories and many experiences will be open to debate. However, this is true of all 
social categorizations. Thus, although we accept that we are stretching the borders of 
³ZDUH[SHULHQFH´ZHGRQRWEHOLHYHWKDWZHDUHRYHU-stretching it beyond recognition 
or emptying it out of all meaning.   
 
We may however be lending support to the dominant romanticized discourse of war. 
Feminists have long critiqued how war is presented as an unrivaled experience of 
brotherhood, a unique locus for heroism, where the best of us are revealed (Yuval-
Davis 1997; see also Riley, Mohanty, and Pratt 2008 for an anthology of feminist 
approaches of war). Indeed, in the university module from which this article 
originates, every year commissioned and non-commissioned officers of the British 
Army invariably tell students how the relationships they build in war are unrivaled, 
how they love their fellow soldiers more than anything in the world, how they long to 
go back. 2¶%ULHQFDOOVLW³DNLQGRIODUJHQHVV«DNLQGRIJRGOLQHVV´%\
allowing war to generate love and communion such as that felt by Daniel, Alex, and 
Lucie, are we falling into this trap of the romantic war that despite the pain can create 
wonders unrivaled in peace? O¶%ULHQhimself warns that  
 
if at the end of a war story you feel uplifted, or if you feel that some small bit of 
rectitude has been salvaged from the larger waste, then you have been made the 
victim of a very old and terrible lie. There is no rectitude whatsoever. There is 
no virtue. As a first rule of thumb, therefore, you can tell a true war story by its 
absolute and uncompromising allegiance to obscenity and evil. 
 
What distinguishes our argument here from the romantic vision of war that has been 
served for millennia is that we are not saying that the love and communion that can be 
IHOWLQRUWKURXJKZDURIIHUVWKHVOLJKWHVW³ELWRIUHFWLWXGH«IURPWKHODUJHUZDVWH´
The feeling of belonging Daniel or Alex feel is not being offered as a sign that the 
wars they are connected to were ³ZRUWKLW´DIWHUDOO/XFLH¶VVWUHQJWKHQHGERQGWRKHU
family does not make World War II virtuous in any way. Recognizing it as war 
experience does not mean setting their experience up against those of victims of the 
same wars in an attempt to ³balance out´ WKHODWWHU¶VSDLQDQGVXIIHULQJOur argument 
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is that such experience needs to be recognized, but far from us the notion that it 
should be used to counterbalance pain and suffering.   
 
We also recognize that war has long been used by political actors to generate feelings 
of belonging and community ± feelings often used against the ³other´ as part of a 
SROLWLFV RI YLROHQFH DQG H[FOXVLRQ ³1DWLRQDO LGHQWLWLHV DUH DOPRVW DOZD\V ILJKWLQJ
LGHQWLWLHV´Barkawi and Brighton 2011, 140), identities that as Parashar (2013, 622) 
QRWHVDUHRIWHQEXLOWXSRQEUXWDOL]HGZDUERGLHV³WRFRQYH\SROLWLFDOPHVVDJHVRIZKR
EHORQJVDQGZKRLVWKHµRWKHU¶KRZFRPPXQLWLHVDUHFRQVWUXFWHGDQGKRZDIIHFWFDQ
EH JHQHUDWHG´ :H ZRUU\ DERXW WDNLQJ SDUW LQ WKH ³SURGXFWLRQ RI UHWURVSHFtive 
FHUWDLQWLHV´ ± of ³QRUPDWLYH FHUWDLQWLHV WKDW PDNH SROLWLHV SRVVLEOH´ Barkawi and 
Brighton 2011, 140). Again however what is made of these war experiences needs to 
be differentiated from what is understood as qualifying as war experience. 
Broadening the range of experience understood as war experiences could lead and has 
led to these experiences being appropriated for violent and exclusionary discourses. 
This means one has to be wary of these discourses, not that war experience should not 
be broadened.   
 
If we accept these as war experiences, are they to have the same value of the other 
war experiences, those of war survivors for example? Yasmeen crucially asks whether 
³FHUWDLQ H[SHULHQFHV DUH PRUH YDOLG WKDQ RWKHUV"´ $QG ³Lf so, whose voice is 
FRQVLGHUHG PRUH YDOXDEOH RU PRUH DXWKHQWLF"´ $OWKRXJK GLVWDQFH PD\ EH UHGXFHG
EHWZHHQ³XV´DQGWKRVHliving in war, is there still not a hierarchy that is intrinsically 
linked to how far we are or have been spatially and temporally from a warzone? 
Interestingly, several of the students co-authoring this paper felt the need to re-
establish such a hierarchy at the end of their contributions, in what appears to be an 
unwillingness to equate their experiences with the experiences of those who have 
witnessed, engaged in, or been subjected to in direct violence in warzones. Indeed, it 
is important to note that as part of the module students were exposed to testimonies of 
such direct experiences through meetings with soldiers, non-state armed actors, as 
well as journalists, diplomats and humanitarians working in war zones. Lucie notes 
that despite reading her great-JUDQGIDWKHU¶V OHWWHUV VKH FDQQRW VD\ ³WKDW , KDYH
experienced war but my knowledge of it is definitely deeper because I have a 
GLIIHUHQW DQJOH RQ ZDU´ Similarly, Daniel feels the need to specify that he has not 
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H[SHULHQFHG³ZDULQWHUPVRIWKHJXQ´DVLIWRHQVXUHWKat the reader knows that he is 
RQO\PDNLQJDPRGHVWFODLP WRZDUH[SHULHQFHRQH WKDW³RQO\SDUWLDOO\ UHGXFHV WKH
FKDVPEHWZHHQPHDVDVWXGHQWRIFRQIOLFWDQGWKRVHGLUHFWO\H[SHULHQFLQJZDU´This 
distinction between direct experience and their seemingly indirect one remains 
important to them.  
 
How can such a distinction be made? Indeed, wKDW GLVWLQJXLVKHV <DVPHHQ¶V
experience from that of the others is not distance (temporal or geographic) from a 
warzone, as she is as far from a traditional warzone as they are. There may be 
however a distinction to be made between those who can look away from war 
experience ± for Daniel, leave the coin in the drawer, for Joe stop playing COD, for 
example ± and those who live with war in their everyday life, unable to extract 
themselves from it. Here, <DVPHHQ¶V war experience may itself represent a qualitative 
difference: She cannot stop being perceived as the ³SRWHQWLDO WHUURULVWRWKHU´5DFLVW
logics of state power have inscribed her body in ways that can only be deleted by a 
radical political and social transformation away from the architecture of enmity 
referred to by Amoore. She cannot extract herself from war. However, Alex cannot 
stop being of Iranian descent and more specifically part of the Iranian exile 
community which marks him. Lucie always returns to her village of Pauillac, now a 
locus of war for her and Daniel cannot stop being Catholic or feeling the sacrifice of 
Irish nationalists. War, as examined in the previous section, constitutes us in ways 
that affect all our relations ± political, economic and personal.  
 
The difference may be then between those who seek out war experience and those 
upon whom it is imposed. Lucie chose to read her great-JUDQGIDWKHUV¶ OHWWHUV DQd 
attempt the empathetic step toward him. Daniel chose to investigate Cú Chulainn and 
Pádraig Pearse; Joe chooses to play videogames and which types to play. Yasmeen, 
and to a certain degree Alex, have no choice: their war experience is imposed on 
them, indeed inscribed on them as their bodies are categorized either as dangerous 
others or simply as members of an exiled community. The former live in a present in 
which they can bring in war; the latter live in present in which war exists whether 
they want it or not. The notion of choice however is problematic: identities are not 
simply chosen by individuals but are rather the result of a complex sea of social 
relations in which individuals navigate.  
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The difference may in the end stand in the violence of the experience ± not only direct 
violence, but also structural and cultural violence. Yasmeen in particular is violated 
by war experience while Daniel, Alex and Lucie are arguably enriched by their 
experiencing of war. Joe is ambivalent about his experience as COD seems to tell him 
something about what he is not. It may be the amount of violence that the experience 
entails that requires some degree of recognition in listening to different experiences of 
war. This should not be conceptualized as a hierarchy, as hierarchies of pain often 
become YLROHQWGHOHJLWLPDWLRQVRIVRPHRQH¶VSDLQDQGVXIIHULQJ,WPD\VLPSO\EHWKH
recognition that there are those who have experienced something of war and suffered 
and those who have simply experienced something of war.  
 
Such a hierarchy is important if we believe that space in politics (whether in its study 
or its practice) is finite. If political space is infinite, we are simply adding new voices, 
new experiences to the landscape of what is understood to be war. If, however, 
political space is finite, we may be taking away space from those who have suffered 
from war, those who most often have less privilege and therefore less access to this 
political space. Reinstating a hierarchy between war experiences of pain and suffering 
and war experiences tout court, allows us to be modest in our claims to political space 
for such non-violent, non-traumatic experiences (in this case, those of all but 
Yasmeen) and to recognize the primacy of the experience of suffering and the need to 
listen to it.  
 
Finally, this distinction between those who experience and suffer from war and those 
who simply experience it also raises the question of political responsibility.  If we too 
live through war, does our responsibility go beyond simply that of trying to 
understand what happens to others? Does it turn into a responsibility of engaging 
directly with the politics of war? Embodying war experience arguably brings with it 
the right to intervene ± we know thus we can speak ± but also the duty to engage ± we 
are one of those who know, thus we must speak. In particular, one may argue that 
those of us who have experienced something of war but have not suffered from it may 
actually have an enhanced duty to engage. Precisely because we can look away, lock 
up the coins and letters in a drawer, shut down the PlayStation, because we are not 
struggling to survive on a daily basis, we may have an enhanced duty to engage with 
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the politics of war and violence, with the politics of exclusion and injustice. This 
means that we can no longer claim ignorance or incomprehension when faced with 
the war experience of others ± ³KRZFDQVRPHRQHGRWKDW"´± because we, our family 
PHPEHUVRXUIULHQGVKDYHGRQHWKLV'DQLHO¶V,ULVKEURWKHU3HDUVH sacrificed himself, 
/XFLH¶VJUDQGIDWKHUZDVD32:LQ*HUPDQ\$OH[¶VIDWKHUOHIW revolutionary Iran, Joe 
returns to his virtual war, and Yasmeen continues to cross borders with the always 
present risk of being taken aside and questioned about her allegiances. If we 
acknowledge ourselves as detainers of war experience, we may now have the duty to 
recognize ourselves and our close ones as victims and perpetrators of the same kinds 
of violence of those we have tried so hard to exile from our lands and our imaginaries. 
For example, it may require us to challenge the discursive race war identified by Venn 
and the architecture of enmity lamented by Amoore.  
 
The authors of this article acknowledge a complex relationship to political action and 
to this notion of responsibility. Alex states that  
 
LQWKHSDVW,SULGHGP\VHOILQWKLQNLQJWKDWµSROLWLFDODJQRVWLFLVP¶ZDVWKHPRVW
nuanced way to approach my beliefs. However, events in my personal life in 
addition to developments in the international landscape have changed my 
viewpoint. Merely standing by without a firm stance does very little to bring 
justice to the horrible experiences of those who are touched in a very physical 
and personal way.  
 
He is still seeking ways to translate his change of position into action. For Lucie, 
thinking about war experience made her realize ³WKDW ZDU FDQ EH HPRWLRQDOO\
temporally and geographically much closer than we think in the firsWSODFH´7KLVKDV
QRWFKDQJHGKHUJRDORIZDQWLQJWRZRUNLQ³WKHILHOGRILQWHUQDWLRQDOVROLGDULW\IRUD
KXPDQGHYHORSPHQW1*2´EXWKDVEURXJKWKHU WREHOLHYH WKDW ³PDNLQJSHDFHRYHU
WKHUH LV WDQWDPRXQW WR PDNLQJ SHDFH ULJKW KHUH ULJKW QRZ´ Meanwhile, Yasmeen 
continues to use  
 
the privilege to discuss my experience on several academic platforms, and by 
contributing an alternate voice to this field, I view this to be a form of political 
engagement. The lack of testimonies by those who wrongly fall victim to these 
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anti-terror policies has lead me to believe that these voices need to be provided 
the space in academia as well as in the media to eradicate the misconceptions 
that these policies are not harmful to the average person. 
 
For Joe, it is important to contribute WR WKH GHEDWH ³DERXW WKH OHYHO RI VRFLHWDO
engagement with war beyond the battlefield´± such as in widely played videogames. 
Finally Daniel, when asked about whether and how considering himself as a retainer 
of war experience affected his sense of political responsibility, offered a powerful 
apology to his classmate Yasmeen.  
 
,DPDVKDPHGWRVD\WKDW,IDLOHGWRUHVSRQGWR<DVPHHQ¶VH[SHULHQFHRIZDU,
failed to challenge British security policy on the war on terror. As a retainer of 
war experience myself, despite never entering a warzone, I should have 
empathizHGZLWK<DVPHHQ¶VH[SHULHQFHRIZDUZKLFKLQFRQWUDVWWRPLQHWRRN
place in an actual zone of war. Indeed, the prime legal logic of the war on terror 
is that war is everywhere, and is not confined to distinct geographical locations. 
Despite experiencing how war can impact the human person for myself, I failed 
to challenge a policy that discriminated against Yasmeen and her boyfriend for 
simply being who they are. I think this demonstrates what a significant 
WHVWLPRQ\ RI ZDU <DVPHHQ¶V LV <DVPHHQ VXIIHUHG , fell silent and war was 
normalized. To be the barer of war experience brings a duty to engage. I failed 




[C]lassrooms are often counter-hegemonic spaces within which futures of the 
past are radically altered. (Shapiro 2011, 114).  
 
Writing this article has been an extraordinary journey for its authors, students and 
lecturer alike. It has been a journey of intellectual, pedagogical, and emotional 
learning, far beyond what we expected. Intellectually, we have learned and argued 
here that the common understanding of war experience in IR needs to be broadened. 
War experience cannot only be about what happens over there, to others, or long ago 
LQ WKLV VXSSRVHG ³SHDFHIXO´ :HVW ZH LQKDELW ,W PXVW DOVR EH UHFRJQL]HG LQ ZKDW
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happens here ± through a very violent war, the War on Terror, which inhabits our 
streets, our airports, our schools, and our newspapers ± and through the social 
relations that have also been generated by war in our everyday. We have pushed this 
further to argue that war cannot only be understood as generative of pain and 
suffering and must also be seen as capable of generating joy, love, communion, and 
belonging. The ordinary, everyday, even banal experiences offered by several of the 
student-authors are also war experiences.  
 
We recognize that this broadening is problematic and can be dangerous. This article 
has examined how it can be accused of emptying out the QRWLRQRI³ZDUH[SHULHQFH´
so that it becomes devoid of meaning, but have argued that by ensuring that the 
experience is connected to fighting, without necessarily being about fighting, one can 
ensure that it remains conceptually meaningful although no doubt blurred and 
debated. We are worried also that this broadened understanding can lead to a 
URPDQWLFL]DWLRQ RI ZDU LQ ZKLFK ILJKWLQJ EHFRPHV ³ZRUWK LW´ DV LW FDQ OHDG WR D
³FRQVWUXFWLYH´OHJDF\, but believe that this danger of how a broadened understanding 
can be instrumentalized is not a reason to reject this broadening move but rather 
comes with the need to beware of any such instrumentalization. We are also worried 
that we are dispossessing those who have suffered in war by taking up political space 
with our experiences. We have therefore argued that a hierarchy of experiences needs 
to be maintained and suggest that it try ± as well as it can ± to distinguish between 
those who have experienced war and suffered from war, and those who have 
experienced war without incurring pain and suffering. Finally, we have argued that 
experiencing war, rather than shutting us into our experience, opens us up to others 
and comes with a political responsibility to act, speak, study, and engage with the 
politics of war. We believe that as beneficiaries of Western privilege ± to differing 
degrees, with some of us far less than others ± we have a duty to engage in politics, 
also because we know something about war, because war is also in our lives. We are 
all determined to try to do better, despite being conscious that we are likely to see 
more failures than successes.   
 
Despite all these drawbacks in recognizing these experiences as experiences of war, 
we believe this broadening is an important move for four reasons. First, it offers a 
more complete understanding of war and its capacity to permeate our social relations. 
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If we want to study war, we need to be able to recognize its reach. This means looking 
beyond bodily injury, PTSD, and transgenerational trauma, while still recognizing the 
primacy of these expressions of war. To counter war, we need to know it better. 
6HFRQG LJQRULQJ ZDU¶V UHDFK LQWR RXU OLYHV UHLQIRUFHV WKH SURblematic (and often 
violently racist) understanding of our lands as ³civilized lands of peace´ where 
violent enmities have been overcome by ³our superior civilization.´ We are thus 
HQJDJLQJ LQ DQ H[HUFLVH RI ³ZDUWUXWK >WKDW@ HQDEOHV WKH WUDFLQJ RI WKH LQWimacy 
between the battlefield and the wider social, political, and cultural field war helps 
constitute´%Drkawi and Brighton 2011, 127), by challenging the dominant war/truth 
WKDWVHSDUDWHVDSHDFHIXOFLYLOL]HG³XV´IURPDEDUEDULFDQGZDUULQJ³WKHP´We are 
saying we know something of war too, while recognizing that others ± often with less 
privilege and access ± deserve greater space because they know something of war and 
suffering. We recognize that this is a difficult balancing act but still believe that 
breaking down this us/them dichotomy based around our peace/their war is a 
necessary political move.  
 
It is necessary because it creates a political responsibility in us as detainers of war 
H[SHULHQFH%\³ZULWLQJZDUEDFN LQWR WKHpolity ± in engaging war in society ± we 
make a potentially democratizing move, wresting knowledge of war from the sphere 
RISROLWLFDODXWKRULW\DQG WKHNQRZOHGJHFRPSOH[DURXQG LW´ (Barkawi and Brighton 
2011, 142). This further democratization of war experience ± beyond that already 
undertaken by the war experience literature so far ± DUJXDEO\FRXOGOHDYH³ZDU´OHVVD
the mercy of those political leaders intent on instrumentalizing it for violent 
exclusionary purposes. Such a transfer of power comes with greater political 
responsibility ± which is the final advantage we see in broadening our understanding 
of war experience. Indeed, maybe the most important goal of the teaching and 
learning of politics is the teaching and learning of how to become more responsible 
political agents5HFRJQL]LQJZDU¶VSUHVHQFHLQRXUOLYHVZHEHOLHYHKHOSVXVEHFRPH
more responsible political agents.  
 
This entire reflection FDPH DV D UHVXOW RI VWXGHQWV ³WDONLQJ EDFN´ WR WKHLU OHFWXUHU
leading to a powerful moment of learning for the lecturer. It was a moment of 
education for her both in terms of what the students said and of how they respectfully 
and subtly challenged a person who had symbolic and effective power over them. It 
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demanded that Harmonie accept a certain loss of power and control. In the words of 
Jacques Derrida (in Derrida and Ferraris 2001, 64): 
 
2QHKDVWRDFFHSWWKDWµLW¶>çD@WKHRWKHURUZKDWHYHUµLW¶PD\EHLVVWURQJHU
than I am, for something to happen. I have to lack a certain strength, I have to 
lack it enough, for something to happen. If I were stronger than the other, or 




acceptance thaW³there is someone, something, that happens, that happens to us, and 
WKDWKDVQRQHHGRIXV WRKDSSHQWRXV´ 'HUULGD in Derrida and Ferraris 2001, 63 
emphasis original).  It is a pedagogy that in the words of Gert Biesta (2013, 9) favors 
³ZHDNQHVVRYHU VWUHQJWK´± DSHGDJRJ\ WKDW³LV LQGHHGZLOOLQJ WR WDNH WKHEHDXWLIXO
ULVN RI HGXFDWLRQ´ %LHVWD  140). Thus, Harmonie has learned to listen to 
students more carefully, to seek knowledge in what they speak, in what they have to 
teach, rather than merely a confirmation that they have learned what she has taught 
them.  
 
Establishing such a relationship of trust takes time and requires interaction in small 
groups that allows all parties to engage in an honest dialogue ± commodities that are 
increasingly hard to come by in contemporary university environments. Indeed, this 
push back from students occurred in a module designed to allow far greater space for 
discussion than is usually accorded in undergraduate modules. The module³+XPDQV
DW:DU´ is structured in weekly three-hour sessions and the extended time slot allows 
Harmonie time to deliver short lectures interspersed with small and large group 
discussions and supported at times by video or movie clips. Generous funding by the 
university also allows for several guest speakers every year to offer a 30-50 minute 
talk to students, followed by more than 90 minutes of discussion with students about 
their war experience. This module would not be the same without such support in 
terms of time, space and finances, and the possibility for talking back may at least in 
part be derived from this. 
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Finally, this has been an emotional journey, in the classroom as well as in the writing 
and review process. The invitation by the anonymous reviewers to think further on 
our political responsibility led to an important reflection for all us, culminating in 
'DQLHO¶VSRZHUIXODSRORJ\:HKDYHOHDUQHGIURPRXUVWRULHVDQGIURPHDFKRWKHU¶V 
stories. We have learned about the extent of our care and the extent of our 
indifference. We have learned that being the detainers of experience and knowledge is 
not free, but rather is a difficult choice as it requires to question the role we play in 
war and what we can do transform it.  
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